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Introduction
Chimney Swifts are small, sooty-grey birds that dine exclusively
on flying insects. Although they superficially resemble swallows, their
tails are stubbier and their wings longer and more pointed. Compared to
swallows, swifts forage higher in the air column. Unlike swallows, swifts
never land on buildings, branches, the ground, or other places where they
can be readily seen. In fact, the design of their feet prevents swifts from
perching in the way that many other birds do. Swifts land only inside
dark, rough-surfaced shafts – most often human-made structures such as old, brick chimneys but sometimes also vertical tree cavities. Here they cling, woodpecker-like, by their strong claws.
Chimney Swifts winter in South America. They return each spring to nest throughout the eastern
United States and southern Canada from Manitoba eastward. They are present in Ontario from late April
until early October, the time of year when chimneys that vent heating systems are not normally in use.
In pre-European-settlement times, for shelter and nesting, Chimney Swifts used large-diameter
hollow trees, which became much less abundant under the onslaught of logging and land clearance. Today most swifts rely on old chimneys, but silos and other shafts may also be used. Because of their association with chimneys, swifts are most frequently found in cities and towns.
Swifts nest at the rate of one pair per chimney, although sometimes one or more helper swifts
will assist the parents in raising a family. Swifts build tiny nests made of twigs glued by saliva to the
interior chimney wall. Most nests are placed well down inside the chimney shaft.
During spring and fall migration, swifts gather at dusk by the hundreds to descend into large
chimneys for the night. Non-breeding swifts also roost communally during the nesting season.
In Canada, Chimney Swift populations have fallen by 96% in about the past 40 years (8.3% annually). The species is now designated as Threatened nationally, and provincially in Ontario. The rate
of decline in Ontario is particularly alarming – 18.7% annually during the ten-year period from 1997 to
2007. In the past 15 years or so, the area occupied by swifts in Ontario has shrunk by about half.
Reasons for the precipitous decline are unclear, but the following are the main suspects:
•
Shortage of flying insects for food (pesticide use and loss of natural habitats such as woodlands
and wetlands reduce insect numbers; climate change may alter timing of insect peaks).
•
Scarcity of nesting and roosting sites (ongoing loss of old brick chimneys).
•
Climate change (more severe and erratic weather, including hurricanes and torrential downpours,
can lead to high swift mortality and the mismatch of insect abundance with the times of highest
need for feeding developing young).
Some preliminary work has been done in Ontario to develop prototypes for artificial swift towers. Such structures tend to be very expensive (costing many hundreds of dollars each), and it may be
several years before appropriate designs for Canadian conditions are available. Although a scarcity of
nesting and roosting sites has been documented as having a negative effect on swift populations elsewhere, in London a lack of suitable chimneys does not appear to be limiting swift numbers at present.
Both federal and provincial recovery plans are currently being developed. It is hoped the resulting actions will lead to increases in swift populations. It is therefore important to protect both currently
and recently used swift chimneys. Since most such sites are located on private property, landowners of
chimneys occupied by swifts have a significant role to play in the long-term welfare of the species.
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Creating a List of Chimneys that Hold Potential for Use by Swifts
Individuals or organizations may be interested in monitoring swifts
or in developing an inventory of active chimneys. A list of potential swift
chimneys can be generated at any time of the year, but it is easier to do so
when trees are free of foliage. This section offers advice on how to find
and identify candidate chimneys (based on swift preferences in London).
•
Once general neighbourhoods and building types have been selected
for closer scrutiny, individual chimneys can be assessed according to
the criteria given under “Characteristics of a Chimney Suitable for A view from above shows
the left chimney top to be
Swifts” (see page 3).
closed over, while the right
•
Examining air photos or satellite map images (accessed online) can one is open, features not
be helpful in pinpointing candidate swift chimneys or at least visible from the ground.
neighbourhoods that merit a more careful ground investigation.
•
From the upper floors of high-rise apartments or office towers, binoculars can be used to scan surrounding chimneys to note those that appear suitable for swifts. Bird’s-eye viewing has the added
advantage of discriminating between chimneys that are covered with metal or concrete and those
that merely have a rim of such material, a difference that may not be discernable from the ground.
•
In general, swifts are unlikely to nest in the houses of post-war subdivisions, though 1950s/’60s
churches, schools and large apartment buildings in these areas may harbour swifts.
•
Look in neighbourhoods where mid-to-larger-scale heritage homes occur (some of these may have
been converted to offices or apartments; for privacy reasons it is wise not to stake out singlefamily residences for observation, unless permission has first been obtained).
•
Older commercial, industrial and institutional structures (including schools, churches, apartments
and university buildings) offer good potential. Look for buildings built during or before the 1960s.
•
Chimneys of some industrial buildings may be used to vent smoke year round (smoke may be visibly emanating 24 hours a day, or during the daytime only). These chimneys will not be used by
swifts. Sometimes, however, such buildings will have additional chimneys that are either no
longer in use or are used only during the colder months (for heating).
•
Look for clusters of older buildings and chimneys in particular parts of the city, as swifts may tend
to occupy chimneys where there will be swift neighbours nearby (within several blocks).
•
Swifts readily use chimneys that are topped by aerials, lightning
rods or satellite dishes, provided they do not prevent entry.
•
Be alert for unconventional swift sites, such as old silos or barns.
•
A target area can be systematically investigated, street by street,
perhaps following a grid system. A cursory check can be carried
out by first driving through the neighbourhood, with one person
driving slowly and a passenger gawking and noting down the addresses of suitable-looking chimneys. If this is done between May
and September, having the car windows and sunroof open may increase the chances of seeing or hearing swifts, though the presence
of swifts foraging overhead does not necessarily mean they will be
using chimneys in that area.
•
A follow-up check of an area by foot allows for more careful observation of chimneys. Be alert for multiple chimneys on one building
and watch for accesses such as alleys and parking lots that will permit chimneys on the rear sides of buildings to be viewed from the
interior of city blocks (but avoid trespassing).
The chimney of this indus•
With a list of candidate chimneys in hand, visit each chimney durtrial building is used by both
ing the breeding season at dusk to confirm actual occupancy. See
nesting and communally
“How to Determine if Swifts are Using a Chimney” on page 5.
roosting swifts.
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Characteristics of a Chimney Suitable for Swifts
The following criteria are intended to allow
an observer standing on the ground outside a building
to evaluate a chimney’s potential for use by swifts.
Keep in mind, however, that many chimneys that appear suitable when viewed from the ground, for no
discernable reason, will not be occupied by swifts.
The characteristics outlined here are mainly
based on the types of chimney designs commonly
encountered in London, as well as the preferences
shown by local swifts.

In general, the approximate minimum dimensions
of a chimney used by swifts are 2½ standard bricks
wide by 2½ standard bricks wide.

General: Most chimneys used by swifts for nesting
purposes are open topped and made of brick, the
minimum outside dimensions being 2½ bricks
wide by 2½ bricks wide. A terra cotta tile lining (but not a metal insert)
may or may not protrude above the top of the chimney.

Specifically:
•
The chimney is made of brick, concrete, concrete blocks, stucco,
stone or other rough material.
•
In profile, the chimney is most often square, rectangular, round or
octagonal.
•
The chimney top should not be covered with aluminum, tin, mesh,
wire screening, or any other material and in a design that would
prevent access by swifts.
The unusual shape of this old
•
The chimney shaft should not have a metal lining (sometimes visichurch chimney was quite acceptable to the resident swifts.
ble protruding above the top; but sometimes a metal lining is
topped by a tile that sticks upward above the chimney opening).
•
The interior of each chimney shaft will usually be a minimum of 25–30 cm (1 ft) in diameter in its
smallest dimension. When viewed from the outside, this translates into the horizontal course of
bricks on that side of the chimney being a minimum of 2½ bricks wide (slightly wider for a tilelined chimney). Each standard-sized brick is 21 cm (8.5 in) long
by 10 cm (4 in) wide, but some older bricks may be slightly
smaller and some newer ones might be slightly larger.
•
Chimney diameter for nesting purposes may be up to 1 to 2 metres (> 1 to 2 yd) wide.
Less commonly:
•
A rectangular chimney may be as little as 2 bricks wide on the
narrow side, providing that the remaining dimension is much larger (usually at least 3 or 3½ bricks wide). Such a chimney should
not be lined or divided into separate flues (shafts), which may be
indicated by individual liners or tiles protruding above the chimney top.
•
If a chimney contains more than one flue (internal shaft), no more
than one of the flues will be occupied by swifts, and it must meet
minimum interior dimension requirements, as indicated above.
•
Chimneys that are only 2-bricks-by-2-bricks wide at the top may
be suitable if they widen out lower down (even as much as 2 metres [> 2 yd] or more below the top) to a width of 2½ or 3 bricks.
This diameter change can often be discerned on a tall chimney or
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Many London chimneys that
very likely hosted nesting swifts
in the past are now topped by
structures (such as those
shown above) that prevent access by swifts.

•

•

•

•
•

one that is located on an outer wall of a building. Rarely,
a chimney that is 2 by 2½ bricks will be occupied.
Chimneys whose main shafts meet minimum dimension
requirements (2½ by 2½ bricks, or variations as indicated
above) may be suitable (probably very occasionally) if
they have much smaller openings at the top, providing a
swift can get through the opening. For example, swifts
were observed entering one London chimney through an
The large square chimney on this church
old-fashioned chimney pot mounted on top of the chimwas used by swifts for nesting, but the
ney. At another London location, swifts entered a chimtwo narrow rectangular ones were not.
ney through the torn-back corner of a wire mesh animal
guard that covered the chimney opening.
Sometimes a chimney is designed with two discrete side-by-side brick flues
that join to become a single larger flue a metre or more down from the top.
Each upper shaft may be only 2 bricks by 2 bricks but, because the interior
dimensions are larger lower down, swifts can use the chimney.
Some chimneys have their bricks arranged decoratively so that the opening
flares at the top, but the chimney itself tapers to narrower dimensions a metre or more down. The minimum shaft dimensions given above apply to the
main shaft of the chimney, not the flared top section.
Swifts entered this
In addition to chimneys, swifts may nest inside structures such as wells, silos
chimney through
and dark, sheltered corners of old barns.
the tile at the top.
Swifts may also use trees that are vertically hollow internally, have suitable
entrance openings and exterior diameters of greater than 50 cm (20 in) at breast height.

Roost chimneys: While only one pair of swifts nests per chimney, non-breeders may gather in large numbers to roost at any time from late April to early October. The number of active roosts and the number of
individuals using them are highest during fall migration.
Like chimneys used for nesting, roost chimneys are generally made of unlined brick. They
are always wide open at the top and only rarely will have a tile lining protruding. The most noticeable
feature of roost chimneys is that roost chimneys are much larger than most nest chimneys – usually
at least 80 cm (2.5 ft) in interior diameter (6 to 9 bricks wide on the outside). In London, chimneys used
as communal roosts during the nesting season often also harbour a resident pair of nesting swifts.

This chimney of a commercial building is used
annually by nesting
swifts.

Two separate upper
shafts (each 2 bricks by 2
bricks) provided access
for swifts nesting in the
lower part of this chimney.

This brick motel chimney has a tapered concrete rim. The close
proximity of electrical
infrastructure on the
roof did not deter nesting swifts.
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Because the wire mesh
animal guard on the top
of this chimney had
been torn back, nesting
swifts were able to enter
and occupy the shaft.

How to Determine if Swifts are Using a Chimney
To determine whether a chimney is being used by swifts,
it is not necessary to climb up on the roof and peer down into the
shaft. In fact, this is discouraged, as disturbance of this sort
might cause swifts to abandon a nesting attempt. Also, because
nests are tiny and placed well down inside the chimney, they are
very difficult to see from the top. If a chimney is being used as a
night-time roost (but not for nesting), swifts will be present in the
chimney only during the hours of darkness (though during severe
weather they are sometimes inside the chimney in the daytime).
When roosting communally, swifts tend
•
Identify what appears to be a good candidate chimney – a
to circle before entering for the night.
relatively wide-diameter (minimum interior 25–30 cm [1
ft]) brick, stucco, stone or concrete chimney, usually round, square or rectangular in profile. There
will be no visible spark protector or animal guard covering it and no cap or aluminum flue protruding from it. See page 3 for additional information.
•
While swifts may be present in Ontario from late April until early October, a good time to check
for swift presence is during the breeding season, which runs from mid-May to late August. Within
that period, activity may be most obvious from early or mid-July to mid-August, when adults are
making many visits to feed young. If you miss that window or fail to see swifts on your first attempt, try another time during swift season (adults may be very secretive and hard to detect while
incubation is underway, and unsuccessful breeding pairs may abandon their chimneys early).
•
In the small number of very large chimneys that are used for communal night-time roosts, circling
swifts may be fairly readily observed around sunset in spring, summer or fall, though the number
of active roosts and the number of swifts using them are largest in the fall.
•
Find a good vantage point on the ground from which the chimney top can be clearly viewed, preferably silhouetted against the northwest sky and avoiding a backdrop of foliage or buildings and
proximity to night or security lights.
•
Take up position about 30 minutes before sunset and remain until about 30 minutes after. (Sunset
times can be found at www.theweathernetwork.com/weather/ and are printed in The London Free
Press in section D or C). Keep your eyes on the chimney during the entire observation period.
Watch carefully for a small black bird dropping directly into the chimney from above, without first
pausing or landing on the top edge. Alternatively, a swift may approach at a low angle, only
slightly above the horizontal before dropping into the shaft. At certain stages of the nesting cycle,
swifts approach and enter chimneys so quickly and secretively that even the briefest glance away
can result in a missed observation. A swift may be seen
exiting a chimney, in which case it often barely clears the
top before dropping slightly and then flying off horizontally. Do not use binoculars, as they work poorly under
low light conditions, and inhibit peripheral vision. (Also,
it is very tiring on the arms to hold up binoculars for a long
period of time.)
•
If young swifts are being fed during the observation time,
there may be several entries and exists, indicating food
deliveries. If incubation is in progress there may be no
more than one entry during the observation period, when
the non-incubating adult enters the chimney for the night.
•
If you are concerned about confusing swifts with bats, reThe chimney of this heritage house,
call that, as night falls, swifts generally end up inside the
now used for offices, occupied by nestchimney, bats outside. Bats also tend not to roost in chiming swifts in 2007, was empty in 2008
neys used by swifts.
when a large apartment building was
under construction about 10 m away.
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•
•

•

•

•

•

If you see birds landing on top of the chimney or roof, these will not be
swifts, but probably starlings, pigeons or some other species.
A chimney that serves as a night-time roost for a flock of non-breeding
swifts may be occupied during one or all of the seasons of spring, summer or fall. Swifts approaching communal roosts at dusk are usually
readily discernable because they often repeatedly circle above the
chimney in chattering flocks before diving or dropping in for the night.
Sometimes (especially from July onward) flocks of swifts will repeatedly circle above a chimney, then, as darkness falls, disappear without
entering. (It is thought such birds may be prospecting for the following year.) It is thus very important to observe swifts actually entering
to confirm occupancy.
In the off season, it is sometimes possible to determine whether swifts
have been previously present in a chimney. Peer through the chimney’s clean-out door in the basement (a mirror or flashlight may help).
Look for tiny grey feathers or remnants of a fallen nest made of fine
twigs (diameter not much bigger than that of a pencil lead) held together by saliva (no mud or grass).
The presence of swifts in a chimney can sometimes be detected from
inside the building during the two-week period before fledging, when
youngsters may make noisy calls each time their parents enter the
chimney with food. Young swifts are most likely to be making grating
calls during July or August. If you notice such sounds, ensure that you
are not hearing starlings, squirrels or raccoons. Confirm swift presence by observing the chimney at dusk, as described above.
Entries and exits into nest chimneys by adult swifts may be observed
during the daytime. Because the frequency of such visits varies considerably, depending on the stage of the nesting cycle (incubation vs
feeding of young), it is usually more productive, time-wise, to observe
chimneys at dusk to determine swift occupancy.

The chimney of this high school
has been used as a communal
swift roost for many years.

The two shafts of this
stucco chimney merge
just above roof level.

Swifts used this school
chimney during the nesting season when the satellite receiver was in
place but were prevented
from entering after the
metal chimney cover and
flues were installed.

Tips for Counting Swifts at a Large Roost
You may be in a position to observe large numbers (from a few
dozen to many hundreds) of swifts gathering to roost communally. If
so, you may find it of interest to count the numbers entering. Communal swift roosts can form during any part of the swift season and involve spring migrants, summer non-breeders or fall migrants. The largest tallies are usually obtained between mid-August and mid-to-late
September.
Although swifts are often present coming and going and circling
in the general area of a roost chimney before sunset, and a few actually
enter before sunset, the majority descend into the roost between sunset
and one-half hour afterward. Usually, on a given night at a given roost,
entries for the bulk of the birds will be compressed into a five-or-tenminute period. The timing of this concentrated entry window can vary
from one roost chimney to another, even on the same night. In general,
however, the timing of peak entry activity may shift slightly earlier under poor weather conditions (such as drizzle or heavy cloud cover).
Also, swifts tend to enter about ten minutes earlier towards the end of
the fall migration season (late September) than they do in mid-August.
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Under conditions of extreme weather, such as severe cold or very heavy rain, swifts may have
entered the roost well before sunset or have remained inside all day. It is not usually productive to attempt evening counts at roost sites under such conditions.
Observing from 30 minutes before to 30 minutes after sunset should catch most, if not all, swifts
entering a roost. An alternative is to begin observations 20 minutes before sunset and remain until at
least 20 minutes after sunset, after which observations should be continued until five minutes have
passed since the last swift was seen.
Counts can be conducted while standing, or from the comfort of a car or lawn chair. If at all possible, have the chimney silhouetted against the northwest sky,
not against foliage or other buildings. The greater the height
Swifts can be challenging to count
of the chimney that can be seen above the roofline the easier it
when large numbers are entering a
will be to count entering swifts (though, if you have to get too
chimney to roost for the night. From
far away to achieve this, it may prove counterproductive). Try
the depths of their chimney early one
morning, the two mischievous swifts
to establish your counting location such that you and the target
below plot how to best confound the
chimney are not near night or security lights, which will grow
monitors and try to arrange that they
brighter and cause more interference with vision as dusk falls.
each get counted many times when
Do not use binoculars, as they impede peripheral vision and
they return to spend the night.
function poorly at low light levels. Binoculars may also increase the chances that neighbours or passers-by will suspect
you are a would-be thief or a peeping tom and call the police.
Observe from a safe place, from which you and/or
your car will be able to make a quick and clear exit if necessary. It is desirable to carry a cell phone and/or have a friend
with you. Unless you have previously obtained permission to
enter private property, avoid trespassing. Watch from a public
space such as a parking site or sidewalk. Although communal
roosts are not likely to be located in house chimneys, it is wise
to avoid watching residential chimneys unless permission has
been secured from the homeowner.
Swifts preparing to roost communally usually gather
in large, chattering, swirling flocks for some time beforehand.
Often (but not always) they will repeatedly pass very close to
the chimney opening, dipping at it as if to enter, only to abort
the entry at the last possible moment by swerving away to
drop behind the chimney before circling back again. This procedure may be repeated many times before an individual bird
actually goes in.
The habit of swifts executing many passes or dives at
a chimney before actually dropping in can make it very difficult to obtain accurate counts of entering birds. Watch carefully for swifts suddenly appearing from behind the top of the
chimney and then flying more-or-less horizontally either to the
left or right. These may be swifts that seemed to dive into the
chimney but instead just dropped down behind it. If possible,
try not to count what are likely aborted or fake entries of this
sort.
If, when you are counting swifts, the rate of entry sud“Remember, Ted, slip behind the
aerial on the left on each re-entry
denly picks up and swifts can no longer be counted singly, try
and you should be good for a dozen
counting entries by tens, twenties, fifties or whatever is
counts.”
needed. If you arrive at a chimney early and circling swifts
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are already present, it can be helpful (ahead of time) to practice counting off groups of ten, twenty or fifty swifts in order
to have a visual image of such numbers.
Sometimes swifts (numbers ranging from a few to
many) leave the chimney after having previously entered. In
determining a final total number of swifts inside a chimney for
the night, subtract the departures from the accumulating tally.
To keep numbers straight, it can be helpful at intervals
to jot down (without removing your eyes from the chimney)
the total number counted so far. Then begin again at zero.
Such jottings are best made in those instants when there is a
slight momentary lull in activity. Later, add the totals of your
If a chimney is silhouetted against a dark
jottings to obtain the evening’s final tally.
background (as is the case above), it can
Although swifts sometimes enter chimneys in a very
be very difficult to detect swift entries
orderly fashion (with no departures or aborted entries) and at a
when lighting is poor. As light decreases,
rate slow enough to facilitate easy counting, this is frequently
the difficulty of seeing swift entries increases.
not the norm. It is usually possible to obtain fairly accurate
counts at roosts hosting 100 or fewer swifts. As numbers rise
above 100, however, it becomes increasingly challenging to count swifts.
To obtain the best estimate possible, an observer needs simply to try to do his or her best. If two
people are counting at once, it can be useful to be located in slightly different locations and to count independently. At the end of the evening, numbers can be compared and discussed (there may be extenuating reasons to explain substantial discrepancies, if they exist) and a final estimate can be decided upon.
People sometimes like to observe or count swifts leaving roosts in the morning. Unfortunately,
times of morning departure in relation to sunrise do not seem to be as predictable as entry times in the
evening. Also, when leaving a chimney in the morning, swifts tend to just clear the top, then drop down
a few metres (yards) fairly close to the outside of the chimney before flying off horizontally. Such behaviour probably reduces the risk of a swift being picked off by an
avian predator, but makes it difficult to count the birds. This is because many swifts will not end up silhouetted against a clear sky
background where they can be most easily seen.
If you enjoy counting swifts, please consider joining Ontario
SwiftWatch and becoming a regular chimney monitor. Contact
Bird Studies Canada (see page 12).

The chimney (left) of the high-rise
apartment building houses a small
swift roost some years in the fall.
The chimney on the right (protruding from behind and above a tree)
belongs to a high school. At one
time it hosted large fall swift roosts.
Ever since the school’s heating system was upgraded and an aluminum
device installed at the top of the
chimney, swifts have been unable to
get inside.

The free-standing chimney associated with an office building (left) and
the three brewery silos (right) have both served as swift roosts during fall
migration. The silos were torn down in 2005.
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How to Be a Good Swift Landlord
The sensitivities and needs of Chimney Swifts, with regard to
their use of chimneys, are not fully understood. The following list,
however, provides some preliminary ideas of best practices for accommodating swifts within existing chimneys.
Since swifts are in Canada during the time of year when most
Canadian chimneys are not in use for heating purposes, swifts and landlords can readily share use of the same chimney. Because swift nests
are tiny, they pose no fire threat.
•
If your home, business or institution has a large-diameter (see
minimum dimensions on page 3), 1960s or earlier, brick chimney
suitable for swifts, try to ensure that it remains so (i.e., avoid capping it or lining it with metal).
•
If your insurance company recommends lining your chimney
with metal, ask to discuss other options.
•
If you are converting a furnace or hot water heater to gas, rather
than installing a metal chimney lining, investigate the option of
an alternative venting system, leaving the chimney unlined and
open at the top.
•
If your building has two chimneys and you have decided to line
and cap, consider leaving one unmodified for use by swifts.
•
If raccoons or squirrels are a concern, to prevent access to the
chimney, add a 60-cm (2-ft) band of metal flashing to the outside
A swift clinging to the inside of a
of the chimney just below the top, taking care to leave no sharp
chimney.
edges exposed. Trimming overhanging branches may reduce the
opportunities for unwanted animals to reach the roof or chimney.
•
If swifts are believed to be occupying your chimney, avoid using your fireplace or furnace while
they are in residence.
•
If your fireplace flue is suitable for swifts, keep the damper closed and the top open.
•
If you detect swifts nesting in your fireplace chimney and are bothered by the noise, close the
damper tightly and pack insulation (temporarily) beneath it to
mute the sound until the young have learned to fly and feed on
their own (usually within about two weeks of the noise commencing). Be sure to remove the insulation before lighting a
fire in the fireplace after the swifts have left.

Three of the six chimneys on a vacant,
former hospital; all six were occupied by
swifts in 2009.

The chimney of this heritage
building was used by swifts in
2009, as was a second chimney
at the rear (not visible here).
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A terra cotta tile sticks out of
this stone chimney. The church
is located adjacent to a wetland, which provides foraging
opportunities for the resident
swifts.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

•

Have your chimney (especially if wood is
burned) cleaned annually, avoiding the nesting season (mid-May to late August). Regular cleaning reduces the risk of creosote accumulation and a flue fire; it also lessens the
likelihood that swift nests will be poorly
attached to chimney walls and will fall down
before young are fledged. To benefit the
A second view
of the shrub.
swifts, the best time to clean a chimney is
The left flue
after the end of the winter heating season
gives access.
and before mid-May.
If you are concerned about rain entering
Left: two flues are visible emerging from the chimney
your chimney, place a small “roof” high
atop this vacant building. A small shrub is growing
from the left (rear) flue. Swifts using the chimney durenough above the top of the chimney (about
ing the nesting season entered via the right flue.
30 cm [1 ft]) to allow swifts to enter.
If your chimney is lined with metal, keep it
capped to prevent swifts and other wildlife from entering and becoming trapped inside, where they
will likely die.
If, for safety or other reasons, it has been deemed that your chimney must come down, investigate
options. It may be possible to reduce the height of the chimney or construct a smaller, above-roof
structure that will allow swifts to enter and use the part of the shaft that is inside your building below roof level. Consult with personnel from the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, who are
currently studying the feasibility of such alternatives.
Swifts are sensitive to disturbance, the most critical times probably being during nest-construction,
egg-laying and incubation. Although disturbance may cause adults to abandon their nests at any
stage of the nesting cycle, they may be less likely to do so after the young have hatched. If the
chimney, roof or exterior area of your house needs maintenance work (especially if noisy or if being carried out close to the chimney), avoid having this work done during the swift-nesting season.
If you have trees or large shrubs about your property, don’t be too fastidious about pruning away
all dead branches. For nest-building, swifts require a source of fine twigs, which they break from
the tips of dead tree branches as they fly by.
Advocate for the protection of woodlands and wetlands, as they are important sources of the insects on which swifts depend for food.
Reduce or eliminate your own personal use of insecticides and encourage friends and colleagues to
do so as well.
If swifts are using your chimney for nesting or roosting, please contact the Chimney
Swift liaison at Nature London (McIlwraith
Field Naturalists) to provide an annual update, indicating whether swifts are present
in your chimney in a particular year, as
well as any knowledge of nest success.
See contact information on page 12.
Volunteer to participate in a citizen science
project to monitor local swifts. Count the
number of swifts entering your chimney at
dusk at one-week intervals during the nest- The three London chimneys above host swifts during the
ing/roosting season, and submit results to nesting season, left to right: the parish hall of a downtown
Bird Studies Canada’s Ontario SwiftWatch church, and the chimneys on two commercial buildings.
The centre chimney has been painted light grey (paint
program (contact information on page 12).
now peeling to reveal the bricks).
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Legal Requirements for the Protection of Chimney Swifts
The Chimney Swift has been protected in Canada since 1917 by the federal Migratory Birds Convention. In 2009 the species was officially designated as Threatened
both federally (Canada) and provincially (Ontario). Exactly how protection will be
implemented under both levels of government remains to be seen, though the usual
practice includes the identification of critical habitat and the development of a recovery strategy. There is little or no precedent for regulating habitat protection for a species that nests and roosts mainly in man-made, privately owned structures.
Recovery plans are now being developed both federally and provincially, but
will likely require a year or two to be completed. Anyone wishing to know more
about the current situation concerning protection for Chimney Swifts, or anyone wishing to engage more actively in stewardship activities, is referred to the following information sources and contacts.
Migratory Birds Convention Act: As a migratory species, the Chimney Swift, its nests
and young are protected under the Migratory Birds Convention Act. This legislation
is administered in Canada by the Canadian Wildlife Service, under the federal government. The wildlife officer for migratory birds, based in Burlington, is Andrew Taylor:
Phone 905-336-4464; Email Andrew.Taylor@ec.gc.ca
Information on federal wildlife protection legislation is available at
Wildlife.Ontario@ec.gc.ca

To remain structurally sound,
chimneys require regular
maintenance;
otherwise, mortar and bricks
may crumble
and lead to a
demolition order.

Federal Species-at-Risk Legislation: In April of 2007 the Chimney Swift
was assessed as Threatened in Canada by the Committee on the Status of
Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC), the scientific body that advises the federal government on the status of species at risk in this country.
In February of 2009 the Chimney Swift was officially listed on Schedule
One of the Species at Risk Act, at which time it was afforded the full legal
protection of that piece of legislation.
Federal species-at-risk legislation is administered by the Canadian
Wildlife Service. In Ontario, the CWS biologist most familiar with Chimney Swifts is Mike Cadman:
CWS, Box 5050, 867 Lakeshore Rd, Burlington ON L7R 4A6
Phone 905-336-6295
E-mail Mike.Cadman@ec.gc.ca

At 2 by 2½ bricks, this active
swift chimney is smaller than
most that are used by swifts.

Provincial Species-at-Risk Legislation: In September of 2009, the Chimney Swift, at the recommendation of the Committee on the Status of Species at Risk in Ontario (COSSARO), was designated as Threatened and
now falls under the provisions of the provincial Endangered Species Act.
Staff of the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources are actively carrying out
research and developing expertise on the species and its needs. The
OMNR species-at-risk biologist who is leading the Chimney Swift research
effort and is the most knowledgeable about the species is Joe Nocera:
OMNR, 2140 East Bank Dr, Peterborough ON K9J 7B8
Phone 705-755-5220
Email joe.nocera@ontario.ca
In the London area, the Ministry of Natural Resources species-at-risk biologist most familiar with Chimney Swifts is Ron Gould:
OMNR, 615 John St N, Aylmer ON N5H 2S8
Phone 519-773-4735
Email ron.gould@ontario.ca

This church tower accommodates a ventilation shaft
(left), and a tile-topped chimney used by swifts (right).
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Sources of Useful Information Relating to Chimney Swifts in the London Area
1) The Chimney Swift Story in London, Ontario (April 2010) is a 24-page “factsheet” that provides basic
introductory background information on Chimney Swifts and their needs in London. It is available for
download at www.naturelondon.ca.
2) The federal and provincial government agencies and individuals listed on page 11.
3) Bird Studies Canada (a not-for-profit conservation organization based in Port Rowan, ON)
Elisabeth van Stam (Ontario Program Biologist)
Phone 888-448-2473 x 173
Email evanstam@birdscanada.org
4) Nature London (McIlwraith Field Naturalists of London, Ontario)
(a volunteer-based conservation organization)
Phone: leave a message for the Chimney Swift liaison on
the Nature Line (519-457-4593)
Email info@naturelondon.ca
Website www.naturelondon.ca
5) Construction / masonry companies (Contact reputable companies, if
possible, ones known to be sensitive to the needs of wildlife, for advice
on chimney maintenance, alterations or repair work. It may be useful to
solicit advice from several such companies.)
See yellow pages of phone book.

Sometimes multiple chimneys
on one building are occupied by
swifts, as is the case in the
three chimneys above.

6) Chimney cleaning companies (Contact companies known to be sympathetic to the needs of wildlife.)
See yellow pages of phone book.
7) Wildlife removal / pest control experts (Such companies may be helpful in finding ways to exclude
nuisance animals such as raccoons and squirrels from chimneys, while ensuring that swifts have access.)
See yellow pages of phone book.
8) Furnace / heating system retrofitters (Contact such companies to discuss venting options other than
existing chimneys when heating systems are to be converted to gas.)
See yellow pages of phone book.
9) Wildlife rehabilitators (If you find a swift on the ground that is unable to get airborne, or if young
swifts are discovered at the bottom of a fireplace, seek advice from a professional wildlife rehabilitator.)
Salthaven Wildlife Rehabilitation and Education Centre
Mount Brydges, phone 519-264-2440
© Nature London (McIlwraith Field Naturalists of London, Ontario, Inc)

An east London swift chimney.
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The main (lower)
shaft of the left chimney, active in ’08 and
’09, is 2 bricks wide.

High-rise apartment
buildings of 1960s’ vintage provide nesting, and
sometimes roosting,
habitat for swifts.

Some London swift
chimneys, such as
this one, are found
on empty buildings.
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